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USE AND POSSIBLE SIGNIFICANCE OF TWO SPECIES OF BORAGINACEAE
FAMILY IN PREHISTORY – A REVIEW OF THE CUCUTENI CULTURE FINDS
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Abstract: Our paper aims at presenting and discussing the discovery of Lithospermum officinale L. and
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea (L.) I. M. Johnston seeds deposits from archaeological contexts. The
nutlets deposits that we discuss here were found in three prehistoric sites belonging to the Cucuteni
Culture (Vth-IVth millennia CAL. B.C.): Izvoare-Piatra Neamț (Neamț County), Poduri-Dealul Ghindaru
(Bacău County), Frumușica (Neamț County). The two species are used for their anti-inflammatory,
contraceptive or antitoxic properties. However, an in-depth contextual analysis of the various discovery
contexts belonging to the Cucuteni culture, leading to a differentiation between the known deposits,
allows us to explore different meanings of this category of archaeological finds, such as display of social
status or involvement in magical/healing rituals.
Keywords: Lithospermum officinale L., Buglossoides purpurocaerulea (L.) I. M. Johnston, prehistory,
Cucuteni culture.

Introduction
The archaeobotanical studies may offer a series of data referring to the different
activities practised by the prehistoric communities. The discovery and identification of
macro-remains from the spontaneous flora allow the extraction of information concerning
the exploitation of particular plant species and add useful elements to the reconstitution of
the environment, climate, types of soils etc. Last, but not least, the same category of finds
allows the study of some aspects connected to different rituals and, why not, medicinal
practices (Ferdière, 2010).
Our paper aims at discussing the discoveries of Lithospermum officinale L. and
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea (L.) I. M. Johnston (Lithospermum purpurocaeruleum L.)
remains identified in three prehistoric sites, attributed to the Cucuteni culture (Romania),
from Izvoare-Piatra Neamț (Neamț County), Poduri-Dealul Ghindaru (Bacău County) and
Bodești/Frumușica (Neamț County). The Cucuteni culture is part of the great CucuteniAriușd-Trypolie cultural complex, which expanded over the south-east of Transylvania,
Moldova, Republic of Moldova and the west of Ukraine to the Dnieper River, covering at
the peak of its development a surface of over 350,000 sq. km; from the point of view of
chronology it belongs to the Chalcolithic of Central and South-East Europe and it evolves
during Vth-IVth millennia CAL B.C. It develops through three phases of evolution (Cucuteni
A, AB and B) approximately between 4524/4500 and 3350 BC. The Cucuteni-AriușdTrypolie cultural complex evolves on the same chronological level with other well known
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prehistoric phenomena, such as the Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen cultural complex
to its south and Petrești and Tiszapolgár-Bodrogkeresztúr to its west.
Through this contribution we wish to debate new modalities of interpretation of the
archaeobotanical material (Lithospermum and Buglossoides nutlets) discovered in the above
mentioned archaeological sites.
Lithospermum officinale L. and Buglossoides purpurocaerulea (L.) I. M. Johnston valuable natural resources
Chorological and phytocoenological studies indicate these two spontaneous
species of Boraginaceae family being commons in actual vegetation of Neamţ County
(Mititelu et al., 1978; Chifu et al., 1987) and Bacău County (Mititelu et al., 1968; Barabaş,
1974; Mititelu and Barabaş, 1978; Mititelu et al., 1994).
1. Physical and ecological characteristics
Lithospermum officinale L. (Boraginaceae family) is a perennial herb, with a stem
of 20-100 cm, solitary to many, from a stout rhizome, erect, scabrid-pubescent, and muchbranched above. Leaves are up to 10 x 2 cm, lanceolate to ovate-lanceolate, sometimes
linear-lanceolate, and very pointed. The middle and upper sessile discolours, scabridpubescent mainly above. Cymes are fairly dense in flower. The calyx-lobes are oblonglinear, obtuse. The corolla is (3-) 4-6 mm, yellowish or greenish-white; the cylindrical tube
is about as long as the calyx. The nutlets are 2.7-4 mm, ovoid, obtuse or subacute, rounded
dorsally, obtusely keeled ventrally (Fernandes, 1972) (Pl. 1/a).
It is a heliophile species, mesotherm to temperate-termophilic, xeromesophilemesophile, and it can be frequently met on lake and river banks, in parks, brushwoods and
the edge of woods, both on cultivated and ruderal terrains, from the steppe area up to the
altitude of the beech (Grinţescu, 1960; Sârbu et al., 2013).
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea (L.) I. M. Johnston (Boraginaceae family) is a
perennial herb, with a flowering stem of 15-60 (-70) cm, arising from a rhizome, erect,
unbranched, with appressed hairs below and more patent hairs above. Leaves are 3.5-8 x
0.7-1.05 cm, lanceolate to narrowly elliptical, very pointed. Cymes are 2-3 with a calyx 68.5 mm; lobes are linear, acute, and setose. The corolla is (12-) 14-19 mm, at first reddishpurple, then bright blue. Filaments are inserted 5-8 mm above the base of the corolla-tube.
The style is 6.5-9 mm. The nutlets are 3.5-5 x 3-3.5 mm, ovoid-globose, convex dorsally,
obtusely keeled ventrally, white, smooth and shining (Valetine, 1972) (Pl. 1/b).
It is a mesotherm species, xeromesophile, slightly acidic – neuthrophile, and it
grows frequently in forests, at forest edges, brushwoods, from the plain up to the altitude of
the durmast (Grinţescu, 1960; Sârbu et al., 2013).
2. Biotherapeutic potentials and other uses
The specialty literature mentions the use of these two species especially for
therapeutic purposes. Thus, the aerial parts and the seeds of Lithospermum officinale are
used internally for their diuretic (Bârcă, 1987), antigout, antitoxic, antiovulatory and
febrifuge properties, and also for their anti-inflammatory action on the urinary tract and the
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stimulation of the digestion. The seed can be externally used for the elimination of foreign
objects from the eyes (Pârvu, 2000).
The active principles of the Buglossoides purpurocaerulea recommend it for the
attenuation or elimination of acute bronchial inflammation, microbial or viroid, and
expectoration facilitation (Bârcă, 1987; Mohan, 2009).
Besides the therapeutic properties of the aerial parts, the specialty literature
mentions the use of Lithospermum officinale roots for the colouring of fibres (Pârvu, 2000)
and to obtain colours for make up (Tiţă, 2003).
Archaeological discoveries and their interpretation
In the Cucuteni area there are known at the moment three archaeological situations
where the presence of Buglossoides purpurocaerulea has been observed and are attributed
both to the A phase of the culture (two finds from the settlement of Izvoare) and to the B
phase (Bodești/Frumușica). There is also one instance where nutlets of Lithospermum
officinale (Poduri-Dealul Ghindaru) have been identified, in a phase A context (see Table
1) (Pl. 2). The above mentioned discoveries may put forward, in the opinion of some
researchers, a possible magical signification (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992;
Monah and Monah, 2008) and, in our opinion, they may be grouped into two categories:
a. Discoveries of perforated nutlets – used, most probably, to make
beads/necklaces/adornments;
b. Discoveries of unperforated nutlets/ritual depositions.
a.

Perforated nutlets discoveries
In the first category we may include one of the finds from Izvoare (Neamț County)
(Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992; Cârciumaru, 1996). A number of 4,000
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea perforated nutlets has been identified during the 1988
excavations, together with red deer canines imitations and clay beads, which formed, in the
opinion of the discoverers, one combined necklace (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru,
1992) (Pl. 3). The fact that the items composing the necklace from Izvoare were whole and
deposited in a pot inside a dwelling, makes us believe that they were kept (eventually
during the time in-between two ceremonies during which they were showed off) and that
they were not out of use. The discoverers also advance the possibility that the necklace may
have belonged to the witch doctor of the settlement (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru,
1992). On the other hand, a series of 4,000 unperforated nutlets, present within the same
pot, may suggest that the necklace was unfinished. From a general perspective, it is possible
that the adornments held only partially a decorative utility, since these objects may as well
accomplish a symbolic and/or social function besides their evident aesthetic role (Taborin,
2004). In the specific case of beads, the multitude of functions these objects have, is
exemplified by their use by African populations, where they simultaneously fulfil social,
apotropaic and decorative functions (Martin, 2009).
The presence of necklaces formed of Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets is noted
in other cultural areas as well (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992), but, unfortunately,
the existent archaeological and ethnographical data do not allow us the exact reconstitution
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of the significance of this type of artefacts. We can however make a series of observations
which may, in a certain degree, take us closer to their partial meaning:
- Due to their very small dimensions, the harvesting of Buglossoides
purpurocaerulea nutlets is difficult (Monah and Monah, 2008), and their perforation
represents a process requiring increased attention and, because of the worked quantities, a
long fabrication time (Pauc et al., 2005). Similarly, the red deer canine imitations required a
rather long manufacture time (Choyke, 2001). All these artefacts might be integrated in
what B. Hayden calls “prestige technologies”. According to him “The purpose of creating
prestige artifacts is not to perform a practical task, but to display wealth, success, and
power. The purpose is to solve a social problem or accomplish a social task […]” (Hayden,
1998).
- On another level, the red deer canines come from an important wild animal and are
not widely accessible (Choyke, 2001). Their presence, as well as of their imitations, within
important deposits – such as Brad, Ariușd, Hăbășești or Cărbuna (Monah, 2003) – indicates
the social importance of these artefacts, which communicate the social status of the owner.
On the other hand, we could be dealing with the property of an entire community, formed
through gradual accumulation (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992). The problem of
the red deer canines imitations has been amply discussed in the specialty literature,
especially at international level (Choyke, 2001, 2008). Following the interpretations offered
by A. Choyke, we believe that in the case of Izvoare we may be dealing with the creation of
objects/imitations that contained the same information as the originals, but it may also be
possible that the imitations, through their artificiality, contain additional meaning (Choyke,
2001), which, unfortunately, cannot be totally discerned. We could assume a relatively
similar situation for the clay beads found inside the pot. These probably were imitations of
the Buglossoides perforated nutlets (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992; Cârciumaru,
1996). The clay beads, approximately the same size as the nutlets, were not burned and thus
kept a greyish colour (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992), similar to that of the
originals. This behaviour may be related to the attempt to dominate the nature through
imitation, be it with the purpose of obtaining desirable results in quotidian actions (LéviStrauss, 1966), or be it just to find explanations concerning phenomena from the
environment (Lévi-Strauss, 1966, 1987).
- Another problem which deserves attention is raised by the association of the
different raw materials used for the various elements of the necklace: perforated
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets, bone for the manufacture of the red deer canines
imitations, and the clay for the modelling of the clay beads. The association between
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets and clay is also present in the case of the Ulmeni
necklace, Călărași County (Gumelnița culture) (Cârciumaru, 1985), as well as in the case of
the necklace from Vlădiceasa, Călărași County (Gumelnița culture), where we also have
beads of bones (Șerbănescu, 1987). Regrettably, at this point we cannot find a convincing
explanation for the association of these raw materials, although it definitely held a
significance. However, an aspect that we will hold into our attention concerns their colour,
especially since the importance of this problematic gains momentum (Chapman, 2007). We
may thus assume that the choice of the above mentioned raw materials could be explained
through their white colour, fact already stressed for other cultural areas (Vitezović, 2011).
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b.

Discoveries of unperforated nutlets
In our opinion, within the second category we can include the discoveries from
Izvoare from 1984 (Cârciumaru and Monah, 1985-1986, 1987; Cârciumaru, 1996) and
from Bodești-Frumușica (Cârciumaru and Monah, 1985, 1985-1986; Cârciumaru, 1996)
(both containing Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets), within which unperforated nutlets
predominate (see Table 1). The context of discovery, similar to the one previously
discussed, could indicate the possibility that these may still have been in use at the moment
of the destruction through fire of the dwellings. Likewise, the storage of the nutlets within
pots indicates that these were goods with a certain significance, and it is possible that they
were kept for future perforation and necklace manufacture4, but, in the same time, we
cannot exclude the possibility that they were deposited for magical/medicinal use.
A special situation is represented by the discovery from Poduri-Dealul Ghindaru.
The presence of approximately 22,400 nutlets of Lithospermum officinale in a goblet,
which was deposited within a larger pot, in a pit (see Table 1), makes us assert (just as the
discoverers of the complex) that these were ritually deposited (Monah and Monah, 2008)
(Pl. 4). This gesture may symbolize the need to extract the nutlets from the life of the
community with the purpose of destroying them or, on the contrary, to preserve them
(Hamon and Quilliec, 2008). This situation stands out clearly from the two other already
mentioned cases, where the context of discovery suggests the continuation of the
accumulation process.
Another important observation is constituted by the fact that the deposit from Poduri
is the only one in the Cucuteni culture area formed from Lithospermum officinale nutlets.
This observation, corroborated with the affirmation that “Lithospermum purpureocaeruleum is a species better suited for perforation to the purpose of manufacturing a
necklace” (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992), and also connected to the peculiarity
of the discovery context, may indicate that these nutlets were not intended for the
manufacture of a necklace. Although the association of the Lithospermum officinale fruits
with the rest of the artefacts from the pot (see Table 1) does not offer, for the moment, any
additional information (Monah and Monah, 2008), still, the presence of red ochre indicates
the intention of “marking” this deposit as one with a special meaning.
Considerations
Discoveries of Lithospermum sp. are also present in other cultural areas, more or less
distant – both spatially and temporally – from the Cucutenian one. These can be found on
the todays’ territory of Romania, in the area of the Gumelnița culture (Cârciumaru, 1985;
Șerbănescu, 1987), in Bulgaria – in Neolithic environments at Kodja Dermen and Sadovetz,
or in the Bronze Age levels from Karanovo (Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992) – but
also in the Neolithic from Switzerland, Spain (Pauc et al., 2004, 2005) and Poland
(Baczynska and Litynska-Zajac, 2005). These finds bear testimony to the aesthetic role of
At Izvoare three of the nutlets had perforations at both ends (Cârciumaru and Monah, 1985-1986, 1987;
Cârciumaru, 1996), and for Frumușica the information are somewhat contradictory: initially, there are no mentions
on the presence of perforated nutlets (Cârciumaru and Monah, 1985, 1985-1986; Cârciumaru, 1996), but at a later
time the presence of perforated nutlets is affirmed (Cârciumaru et al., 2004).
4
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these artefacts, parts of necklaces and other adornments, with multiple and hard to decipher
meanings, connected, probably, to social as well as religious problems. The decorative
value of these objects is also proved by the discoveries from the Asian continent, where the
Lithospermum officinale nutlets were used for the decoration of wooden tubs identified in a
funerary context and interpreted as luxury items (Jiang et al., 2007). Another discovery, this
time from Central America, strengthens the signification of Lithospermum nutlets as
markers of the social status, these being used for the decoration of a tapestry discovered in a
Maya tomb belonging to a high ranking person (http://www.inah.gob.mx/diversidad
/index.php?view=article&id=102%3Ala-cruz-parlante&format=pdf&option=com_
content&Itemid=46).
On the other hand, another archaeological find proves the existent knowledge on the
medicinal properties of the plant since prehistoric times. Thus, in Poland, in a funerary
context attributed to the Bronze Age, a cataplasm made from tar and Lithospermum
officinale nutlets has been identified (Baczyńska and Lityńska-Zając, 2005). The authors of
the discovery note that it is possible that the Lithospermum nutlets may have been used as a
sympathetic agent or even as magic additive (Baczyńska and Lityńska-Zając, 2005).
For the Cucuteni culture area, the finds consisting of perforated or unperforated
nutlets lead us to assume two possible different uses of the Lithospermum sp. fruits,
although the existence of common points is possible: necklaces used in different special
social circumstances which might have required their display, or accumulations of a
magic/therapeutic material. As it has already been stressed out in the specialty literature, it
is possible that the Lithospermum sp. nutlets were considered to hold magic properties and,
for the same reason, were used in the manufacture of necklaces (Monah and Monah, 2008).
The interpretation of Lithospermum nutlets deposits as accumulations of a material
holding magic properties may be sustained by a paragraph from Natural History where
Pliny notes: „It is indisputable that a drachma by weight of these jewels taken in white wine
breaks up and brings away stone and cures strangury. [...] its very appearance is such that
at once by a glance, even without being told, people can become aware of this property.”
This fragment allows us to create a bridge between the discoveries of this type and the
definition of homeopathic magic funded on the principles of associations of ideas based on
similarity (Frazer, 2009).
The critique and elaboration of Frazer’s ideas by Durkheim, concerning the
difference between magic, a concept centred on the individual, and religion, as a social
phenomenon (Durkheim, 1995), opens us the path to read, in future works, the deposits of
unperforated nutlets as probable gestures of the community for itself, meant to ensure the
existence of a provision of nutlets to be used in possible healing rituals. In the same time,
the necklaces may be regarded as manifestations of the special social status of the
individual or community owning them. Arguments for such an approach may be constituted
by the technical difficulties raised by the harvesting and perforation of large quantities of
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets, on one hand, and by the relatively large volume of
labour required by the manufacture of red deer canines imitations, on the other. In the same
time, the association between natural products and their imitations may be interpreted as
concrete expressions of the eternal conflict between nature and culture (Lévi-Strauss, 1966,
1968) and may be read as a material assertion of the owners’ ability to subdue the natural
forces.
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Conclusions
The wide territory of their presence, as well as the different possible uses of
Lithospermum/Buglossoides nutlets force us to try, in the future, a more detailed discussion,
focused on various categories of discoveries, defined on the basis of their possible use:
“ingredients” used in different therapies or rituals, beads or “buttons” applied on various
textile materials, or decorative elements for objects of practical/ritual utility.
From the point of view of the therapeutic uses of these plant species, we believe that,
in the case of the Cucuteni discoveries, we are, probably, dealing with a combination of
magical/religious and empiric healing elements.
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Site Location
Bodești/Frumușica
(Neamț County)

Context of discovery
Discovered near a hearth,
deposited in a goblet.

Description of discovery
Approximately
75
unperforated
Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets.

Cultural framing
Cucuteni B

Izvoare
(Neamț County)

Discovered in a dwelling
(L10/1984), deposited in a
pot.

Cucuteni A2

Izvoare
(Neamț County)

Discovered in a dwelling
(L9/1988), deposited in a
pot.

Poduri
(Bacău County)

Discovered in a pit (Gr.
6/2000), deposited in a
goblet within a larger pot.

Approximately
1091
Buglossoides
purpurocaerulea
nutlets
(three
perforated, two - cut at one end, the rest
unperforated), three clay objects (two
burned and one unburned), six Hordeum
vulgare nudum seeds and one Triticum
dicoccum seed.
Approximately
8000
Buglossoides
purpurocaerulea nutlets, of which 4000
perforated, 40 small beads of clay, 13
imitations of red deer canines, 25 seeds of
T. diccoccum, 10 seeds of Hordeum
vulgare nudum, two remains of ears of T.
diccoccum and various remains of resin.
Approximately 22400
Lithospermum
officinale unperforated nutlets were
deposited in a goblet. The goblet was
situated within a large pot which also
contained a copper fragment, two ceramic
fragments, three stone chisels, two
astragals, a stone bead with an incipient
perforation, two shells, one of which was
perforated, and several stones placed on a
red ochre layer on the bottom of the pot.
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Table 1. Description of Lithospermum officinale and Buglossoides purpurocaerulea nutlets discoveries from Cucuteni culture sites
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Plate 1. Modern nutlets from: a. Lithospermum officinale L.; b. Buglossoides purpurocaerulea
(L.) I. M. Johnston (Lithospermum purpurocaeruleum L.).
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Plate 2. Map of Lithospermum officinale L. and Buglossoides purpurocaerulea (L.) I. M. Johnston (Lithospermum purpurocaeruleum L.) finds from
Cucuteni culture archaeological sites (source Google Earth)
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Plate 3. Discoveries from Izvoare/1988. 1: the pot containing the necklace; 2: perforated
nutlets; 3: reconstitution of the necklace (source Marinescu-Bîlcu and Cârciumaru, 1992)
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Plate 4. Deposit of Lithospermum officinale discovered at Poduri-Dealul Ghindaru. 1: context of discovery; 2: the goblet containing the nutlets; 3-6:
unperforated nutlets (source Monah and Monah, 2008)
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